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ABSTRACT
TELLING THE FUTURE: NARRATING URBAN TEACHING IDENTITIES
By

Marini Calette Lee

This dissertation is a qualitative narrative study of preservice teachers’
construction of urban teaching identities. While studies of urban teacher preparation
highlight the need for teacher education programs to foster certain requisite knowledge,
dispositions, attitudes, beliefs and skills, more studies are required to illuminate ways in
which this need can be operationalized successfully. Based upon sociolinguistic theories
of identity construction in which identifying is defined as oral and written storytelling,
this study investigated the construction of urban teaching identities primarily narrated by
preservice teacher candidates and assisted by a teacher educator/researcher within the
specific context of the teacher candidates’ experiences lead-teaching in the latter half of a
nine-month urban student teaching internship. Utilizing narrative analyses to produce
case studies, this study illuminates the ways in which a narrative writing and exchange
process supported teacher candidates’ reflection, analysis and integration of urban
focused-teacher education experiences and knowledge into an urban teaching identity.
This dissertation seeks to contribute to educational research concerned with the use of
identity and narratives as analytic lenses by revealing the possibilities of utilizing both as

generative tools within urban teacher preparation specifically.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

“There are no people that need all the benefits resulting from a well-
directed education more than we do. The condition of our people, the
wants of our children, and the welfare of our race demand the aid of every
helping hand. It is a work of time, a labor of patience, to become an
effective school teacher, and it should be a work of love
in which they who engage should not abate heart or hope.’
Francis Ellen Watkins Harper

’

The myriad disparities in the academic, social and economic conditions and
outcomes of students living in urban areas are well documented (Kozol, 1991; Noguera,
2003; Rist, 1970; Kincheloe, 2004). Rist (1970) found that schooling practices reinforce
and exacerbate socio-economic hierarchies when he observed how an urban kindergarten
teacher placed students in reading ability groups based upon social class distinctions.
The teacher’s interactions clearly privileged children she knew came from more affluent
families as she spent more time with them and better attended to their academic needs
than she did for students from low income families. Some 20 years later, in Savage
Inequalities, renowned educationist Jonathan Kozol documented how racial segregation
and its deleterious effects persisted in urban schools some 40 years after the hallmark
Brown vs. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. Substandard learning (and
living) conditions were the accepted status quo for the poor and Black children Kozol
interviewed and observed between 1988 and 1990 in over 30 cities and neighborhoods
across the United States. In 1991, Kozol noted:

Liberal critics of the Reagan era sometimes note that social policy in the

United States, to the extent that it concerns Black children and poor

children, has been turmed back several decades. But this assertion, which
1
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is accurate as a description of some setbacks in the areas of housing,

health and welfare, is not adequate to speak about the present-day reality

in public education. In public schooling, social policy has been turned

back almost one hundred years (p. 4).

Based upon his research in low-income urban schools in San Francisco, Oakland,
Berkeley, and Richmond, California, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, Pedro
Noguera noted that “low test scores, low grades, high drop-out rates, poor attendance,
and generally unmotivated students usually top the lists of failings” of today’s urban
public schools (Noguera, 2003, p. 3). It is from these grim realities, which are pervasive
across the nation’s urban centers, that Noguera asserts a “crisis” in urban public schools
exists. Kincheloe (2004) adds teacher shortages and inadequate funding to the list of
crisis criteria for urban schools. Interestingly, much like Noguera, Kincheloe
problematized the crisis oriented research on urban schools and communities because of
the tendency to solely blame urban students and families for the subpar conditions in
which they are forced to live and learn. While Noguera questioned the will of society to
indict and implicate itself for the fnequitable social and economic structures that cause
urban problems, Kincheloe brought attention to how researchers and the mass media
represent urban communities and schools in ways that create and feed the disdain and
contempt the larger society has for them.

Equally researched is the connection between the aforementioned disparities and
the quality of teachers and instruction in urban classrooms. Citing several studies linking
teacher quality and student achievement (Wenglisky, 2000; Sanders, 1998, Sanders &

Horn 1998), Hollins and Guzman (2005) asserted that the consensus within the

2
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educational community is that “teacher quality is the single most important influence on
school success and student’s achievement, surpassing socioeconomic status, class size,
family background, school context, and all other factors that influence achievement” (p.
478). This connection between student achievement and teacher quality is exaggerated
in urban settings where the teachers are most likely to be the least qualified (in terms of
certification and experience) and have less access to adequate resources that would
enable them to meet the needs of their socioeconomically, linguistically and culturally
diverse students (Berry, 2001; Haycock, 2000).

Despite high levels of poor quality instruction in low-income urban schools,
evidence of effective urban teaching has been identified. The dispositions, skills and
knowledge of effective urban educators discerned by educational researchers include
being competent in their content areas, having high expectations for students’ success and
understanding economic and social inequities of urban communities without “blaming the
victim” for the existence of such conditions. Exemplary urban educators subscribe to a
social justice advocacy orientation and agenda, utilizing their cultural competence
(including critical self awareness and knowledge of students’ cultural backgrounds) to
skillfully enact culturally relevant teaching. With the above characteristics, “‘star
teachers” (Haberman, 1995) and “dreamkeepers” (Ladson-Billings, 2009) of urban and
minority schoolchildren consistently inspire high academic achievement.

The connection between the quality (or lack thereof) of teachers and student
achievement has been linked back to the quality of teacher education obtained by
individuals choosing and/or recruited to teach in urban schools (Froning 2006;

Haberman, 1995; Pugach, Longwell-Grice, & Ford, 2006). As such, preparing teachers

3
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for today’s urban schools is a monumental and yet significant task of colleges of
education who are charged with finding ways to foster in teacher candidates the
knowledge, dispositions and skills of effective urban educators. While practices and
pedagogies of effective urban educators have been identified, educational researchers
have documented few ways to successfully foster these characteristics among preservice
teacher candidates.

To address these problems, “teacher preparation programs...have attempted to
respond...by altering courses, curriculum, fieldwork experiences, and other policies to
include attention to diversity and multicultural education (Hollins & Guzman, 2005, p.
478). While the consequences of these efforts are discussed in greater detail later, a gap
between the intended goals of urban teacher education efforts and the resulting
effectiveness and persistence of the teachers produced has become the new challenge of
those seeking to prepare successful urban educators. In other words, colleges of
education are still producing large quantities of teacher candidates who are not able to
adequately meet the needs of today’s academically, socioeconomically, linguistically, and
culturally diverse student populations.

With this educational dilemma in mind, this dissertation asks and explores how
narrative identity work can allow teacher educators to simultaneously study and
potentially operationalize efforts to cultivate within teacher candidates the requisite skills,
dispositions and knowledge of successful urban teachers. Here, narrative identity work is
conceptualized as the explicit construction of urban teaching identities in and through a
process that involved teacher candidates and myself, as a teacher educator/researcher, in

writing and exchanging a series of stories about their student teaching experiences in

4
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urban elementary schools. In this dissertation, I hypothesize that the construction of
urban teaching identities through storytelling, story writing, story exchanging and
discussions about the aforementioned stories provides teacher candidates with a space to
consider and analyze the many factors (e.g., their beliefs, attitudes, values, and
experiences) that influence their teaching behaviors. This space is further conceptualized
as discursively analytic moments, or opportunities for teacher candidates and teacher
educators to think and talk about the ways in which teacher candidates’ cultural
backgrounds, past and present learning-to-teach experiences, and future goals can lead to
the development of the essential characteristics of effective urban educators illuminated
by prior research.

In this dissertation, I argue that narrative identity work is significant primarily
because it pushes upon the limits of current and previous conceptions of identity,
especially with respect to teacher identity and urban teacher preparation. Identity
scholarship in education tends to rely upon static notions of psycho-social development
that often sort individuals into rigid deterministic stages. By emphasizing identity as
constructed and continuously negotiated, the narrative identity work detailed in this study
is intended to empower teacher candidates and teacher educators with tools to move
beyond explanations of who individuals are presently and/or how they came to be (i.e.,
“White middle class teachers from culturally insular backgrounds™). Taking these past
and present identities into account, the narrative identity work in this dissertation is
offered as one way for teacher educators to help teacher candidates become the kinds of

educators they need to be as indicated by prior urban teacher education research.
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Research Questions

The aforementioned urban teacher preparation challenge is two-fold, at least. On
the one hand, there is an issue of scarcity. Few preservice teachers want to teach in urban
areas. Many would prefer to teach in suburban areas similar to the ones in which they
were K-12 students (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2003). The other issue,
investigated in this dissertation, is the lack of and/or inadequacy of preparation of
teachers for urban school environments. While the scarcity issue is beyond the scope of
this project, this study generally asks, “How can narrative be used to prepare teacher
candidates in ways that foster the competencies deemed necessary for them to thrive in
oftentimes challenging urban school settings?”” Specifically, utilizing narrative analyses
to interpret teacher candidates’ construction of urban teaching identities, this dissertation
seeks to address the following questions through the production of in-depth case studies:

1) How can preservice teachers and teacher educators collaboratively engage in
narrative identity work (via written and oral storytelling) as a means of viewing
and understanding the ways in which urban teacher candidates make meaning of
their learning to teach experiences?

2) Ifpossible, in what ways can the narrative construction of an urban teaching
identity be a space in which to cultivate the cultural competencies, pedagogies
and practices of effective urban educators?

3) What can these stories and the story telling process reveal about the ways in
which teacher education programs can assist and/or perhaps hinder preservice
teachers’ development of the identities and pedagogies that can enable them to

become effective urban educators?
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Essentially, this dissertation explores the connections among stories, learning to
teach and identity construction. This dissertation is a collection of stories about what it
means and what it looks like to learn to teach in urban schools. The temporal and
physical sites of the narrative identity work done in this study are within the context of
the latter half of four teacher candidates’ urban student teaching internships. I present a
glimpse into the learning-to-teach experiences of four individuals, who, for various
reasons, wanted to gain practical experience in urban teaching. As examples of the lived
experience and training of urban teachers, these stories are important to share and study
because they have been missing from urban teacher education curriculum and research.
While studies have shed light on the plight of student teachers (Britzman, 2003; Segall,
2002), and even the experiences of preservice teacher candidates and student teachers in
urban settings (Leland & Harste, 2005; Mason, 1997), few have deeply probed into the
meaning that urban teacher candidates make of their experiences. Such a probe would
reveal the ways in which curricular and experiential attempts to address the urban teacher
education dilemma can be enhanced by a narrative inquiry as a deeply personal and
contextually-grounded analytic tool. The absence of these kinds of teacher education
stories has lead to overgeneralizations (about the limitations of teacher candidates and
teacher education) and other unintended negative consequences for urban school children
who are the recipients of teacher candidates who are not prepared to address their unique
academic and social needs.

The narrative work conducted in this project is offered as more evidence of the
potential of narrative inquiry to contribute significantly to teacher education in general

and urban teacher education specifically. From these teacher candidates’ stories and the

7
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narrative of their stories that this dissertation tells, I believe teacher education can
potentially expand the repertoire of pedagogical and research tools used to investigate
and enact the preparation of successful urban teachers.

Organization of the Dissertation

“It is my hope that the dramatizations and other devices used in the

writing created a ground so that my experiences, through active

engagement on the part of the reader, partially become a reader’s

experiences as well. At times my experiences felt fragmented, dislocated,

and chaotic in some senses; my writing is reflective of these aspects of

research. At other times my experiences felt harmonious, rhythmical, and

synchronous; my writing is reflective of these aspects of research. Thus,

there is no one prevailing feel or tone in this book; rather, different

chapters, and different parts within chapters, have different tones.”

(Phillion, 2002, p.xvii)

As narrative is both a key vehicle used in this dissertation to investigate and
analyze urban teacher preparation and research, storytelling is also a key means of
presenting this project. Much like Phillion (2002), there is no one prevailing rhetorical
tone or feel to this dissertation, as different writing voices narrate different aspects of this
project. For example, in this introductory chapter and Chapter Two, a review of relevant
research literature, I use traditional academic language and writing conventions to
provide an overview and outline of the premises and purposes of this project. Chapter
Three, utilizing a less formal and more personal writing voice, begins with a first person
account of how this project developed out of my own professional experiences and
curiosities. It then shifts back into utilizing academic language and conventions to
explicate the conceptual framework and other methodological considerations of the

dissertation study. Chapters Four through Nine are presented as examples and cases of

urban teaching narrative identity construction, in form and function. In Chapter Four,
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multiple narrators construct the identity of the study’s physical and socio-political sites to
provide the context for the following four chapters. Much like the storywriting and story
exchanging that compromised the method of this study, Chapters Five through Eight are
narrated by the study’s primary participants, the teacher candidates, assisted by myself as
a teacher educator/researcher, weaving together stories of how participants experienced
the last phase of their formal teacher preparation. Chapter Nine is then a cross-case
analysis of the four teacher candidates’ narratives, foregrounding the ways in which the
similarities and differences in their experiences build upon and challenge urban teacher
education discourse. Chapter Ten reviews the project, discusses connections to the
literature that frames the study, and offers implications the study has for the field of urban
teacher education. In it, I also discuss limitations of the study and future possibilities of
narrative identity work as a research agenda. This concluding chapter also closes the
dissertation with a story of one possible future for the narrative identity work inspired by

the lessons learned during this project.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

A key premise of this dissertation is that the construction of an urban teaching
identity through story-telling is contextual. As such, the following review of relevant
literature will highlight and analyze prior research that is most relevant to the study’s
primary research contexts. The schools in which the study’s participants completed their
student teaching internships were 98 % (or more) African American with 82% (or higher)
of the student population eligible for free and reduced lunch (Chicago Public Schools,
2009). Thus the teacher education research summarized and analyzed below will focus
on the characteristics of teachers successful with these student populations. Next, the
ways in which colleges of education are attempting to prepare these kinds of teachers is
highlighted with specific models of exemplary urban teacher preparation programs. In
narrowing the scope of the educational dilemma at the center of this dissertation project,
this literature review problematizes and challenges dominant conceptualizations of
identity in general, and teacher identity specifically, within educational research. More
specifically, I argue that urban teacher education’s conceptualization of the identities of
White teachers (and White teacher candidates) has hindered teacher educators’ efforts to
adequately prepare this population for urban teaching. To fill this pedagogical (and
conceptual) gap, I consult the interactional sociolinguistic treatment of identity and the
narrative inquiry tradition in teacher education as a means of reconsidering and
accomplishing the intended outcomes of urban teacher education.

IL. Star Teachers & Dreamkeepers Think Differently
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Educational researchers have discerned many skills, dispositions and knowledge
that are characteristic of “star” teachers” (Haberman, 1995) and “dreamkeepers”
(Ladson-Billings, 1994) who consistently inspire and lead low-income African American
students to academic success within today’s challenging yet promising urban schools. In
addition to content area competency, requisite dispositions of effective urban educators
include an openness to cultural diversity, a willingness to teach in urban schools despite a
lack of previous experience and/or exposure to urban people and environments, and
resistance to viewing urban children, families and communities in deficit ways (Froning,
2006; Hollins & Guzman, 2005; Howey, 2006; Kunjufu, 2002). These dispositions allow
teachers to resist negative judgments and refrain from lowering expectations that
adversely affect their practice and subsequently urban students’ academic performance
and socio-economic outcomes.

Star Teachers. According to Martin Haberman'’s insights from over 35 years of
interviewing and observing successful teachers of low-income children, “star teachers”
are individuals,

“...who, by all common criteria, are outstandingly successful: their

students score higher on standardized tests; parents and children think they

are great; principals rate them highly; other teachers regard them as

outstanding; central office supervisors consider them successful;

cooperating universities regard them as superior; and they evaluate

themselves as outstanding teachers.” (Haberman, 1995, p.1)

Haberman juxtaposes star teachers against those who he labels as “quitters” and

“failures.” The latter do not persist in urban schools for a variety of reasons but mainly
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because they subscribe to ideologies and methodologies that simultaneously blame urban
students and communities for the less than desirable conditions in which they are forced
to live and learn and absolve quitters and failures of assuming the responsibility to inspire
learning in such conditions. For example, Haberman argues that a focus on discipline is
derived from the need quitters and failures (and most teachers irrespective of the school’s
socioeconomic descriptor) feel to control their students. Specifically quitters’ and
failures’ need for control is rooted in their belief that poor minority, urban children are
fundamentally abnormal, needing social remediation to fit the middle class-normed
standards for education and behavior that they believe are required to succeed in school.

In contrast, Haberman contends star teachers don’t use and/or think about
discipline the way most teachers do. They don’t punish their students. Star teachers
design homework so that it can be done independently and successfully by the child or
they don’t assign it at all. Star teachers don’t speak disparagingly about parents and they
aren’t obsessed with tests and grading. They don’t readily use assessments like “time-on-
task” to measure students’ learning, opting for more comprehensive formative
assessments like large group discussions. Most importantly, star teachers do not use
rewards and reinforcements to motivate students to comply with the few rules they do
establish or to complete academic tasks.
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